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"The Uncertain Future for China's Law Graduates". 
Seminar 
Centre for Asian Studies: University of Adelaide 
Friday 3 July 2009 
1 Introduction: 
 
The purpose of this seminar is twofold: First, to provide an overview of legal 
education system in the People‘s Republic of China. Second, to look at the 
uncertain situation of graduates from this system today, and to consider some of 
the consequences of that uncertainty.  
An appendix provides a list of English-language references on legal education 
in China. 
 
2. The Structure of Education in China: 
Education in China is conducted at three levels. The lowest level, primary 
education, is from grades 1 to 6. The next level, middle education, is divided. 
Lower middle schooling covers grades 7 to 9, and higher middle schooling 
covers grades 10 to 12. Higher middle schools may be academic, or they may be 
vocational. Basic tertiary education is offered in universities and colleges or 
institutes, and consists of sub-degree courses, usually of two or three years 
duration, (da zhuan 大专), and degree courses of four years duration (ben ke 
本科). Some universities also offer advanced degrees of master, with three 
additional years duration (shuoshi 硕士) and doctor degrees after a further three 
years (boshi 博士). Formal education may continue with post-doctoral 





The educational programmes do not directly prepare students for professional 
qualification. Each profession has its own gateway examinations, with its own 
standards. In the legal professions, the most important examination is the 
Unified Justice Examination (sifa kaoshi 司法考试), which is now the gateway 
for entrance to the professions of judge, procurator, notary and lawyer. A 
variety of short courses, some provided by universities, are available to assist 
students preparing for this examination.. 
 
After qualification, further training is often available, and encouraged in an 
effort to raise standards. In addition, for some professions there may be a 
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promotion system by examination. There is a system of promotion by grades for 
judges, procurators and notaries, all of whom are regarded as public servants. 
 
3. The Development of Modern Legal Education in China: 
 
In 1862 the Qing government opened a school in Beijing largely for the study of 
foreign languages. From 1867 a single law subject, international public law, was 
taught to meet the needs of the Qing diplomats.
2
  This was the first modern 
teaching of law. Then, as part of the late-Qing reforms, the teaching of law 
began a slow expansion. From 1895, law subjects were first taught in the 
Zhongxi (later Peiyang) University in Tianjin. However, a law department was 
not developed at that university until 1905. The first state-run law school, called 
the ―Legal-Political School‖, was founded by the Qing dynasty in 1907.3  
 
Legal education in the Qing period had little chance to become established 
before the dynasty itself collapsed in the revolution of 1911. The new 
Republican Government established a legal profession in 1912, and law schools, 
public and private, were established to meet the new needs. In 1915-16 there 
were 49 law colleges in various parts of China, twenty-four of them being 
government controlled.
4
 In 1918 the law department at Zhongxi (Peiyang) was 





The main purpose of these institutes was to produce graduates who could serve 
in government as judicial and revenue officials, and to some extent they became 
the path to a career as an official, replacing the old imperial examinations.
6
 
Because of this, politics and law schools frequently offered accounting as well 
as law training. Law courses were offered especially in universities with foreign 
connections, who produced law graduates who could deal with foreign trade. 
These were Aurora University and the Comparative Law School of Soochow 
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University (actually located in Shanghai).
7
 Legal education continued, with 
fluctuations, during the Republican period. Even during the Japanese 
occupation of parts of China, some law teaching continued in occupied areas, 
while other universities moved to the west of China, for example to Chongqing 
or to Yunnan. 
 
In the 1950s, after the dissolution of the old legal system, many law schools 
were merged and reorganized. The new system of education was strongly 
influenced by the Soviet model of specialised institutes, though some 
comprehensive universities remained. By 1956 over 2,000 students were 
enrolled in legal education. After the anti-Rightist campaigns of 1957, legal 
education was badly damaged, and few students were enrolled. In the early 
1960s, there was some recovery, and in 1965 there were still nine 
establishments offering legal training. During the Cultural Revolution, only two 
law departments survived, and then only in truncated form.
8
 The re-
establishment of legal education followed the re-establishment of the legal 
system in 1979. 
4. Contemporary Legal Education in China: 
 
From 1979 until today, there has been a continuous, if uneven, commitment to re-establishing 
a legal system in the People‘s Republic of China. This has resulted in the re-opening of law 
courses, and the opening of new programmes. More recently, the law has become a popular 
discipline for study, and there has been an explosion in law teaching.
9
By the end of 2005, the 
number of law schools offering a bachelor degree (本科) had grown to 559.10 This rapid 
expansion has produced a variety of problems discussed below. 
 
In practice, legal education has usually been linked with political training – a combination 
which also applied in many institutions in the Republic of China prior to the establishment in 
1949 of the People‘s Republic of China. So, many of the institutions for legal training have 
been named for ―political science and law‖. It is sign of the changing times, that one institute 
was recently named for ―law and political science‖. 
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4.1. Politics and Law Schools, and Justice Schools 
 
These are at the lowest level of legal training. These schools are equivalent to 
senior middle schools, specialising in training personnel for political and legal 
work. They teach from years 10-12 (sometimes from 10-11). To enter, the 
students must be graduates of junior middle school.
11
 Those who have already 
graduated from senior middle school may take the courses in a shorter time, 
usually two years. After graduation, the students will be likely to be employed 
in clerical and lower-level work in the Ministry of Justice, and other posts 
requiring politico-legal knowledge. This may include finance or accounting 
training. 
 
These schools are in the process of being phased out: usually they are being 
upgraded to offer post-secondary professional courses,
12
 or merged with higher 
institutes, such as the post-secondary schools mentioned in the next paragraph.  
4.2. Professional Politics and Law Schools, and Politics and Law Management 
Cadre Training Institutes 
 
Students who have graduated from a regular senior middle school (year twelve) 
will be able to go on to further study, depending on their scores. Those with the 
highest scores will seek to enter university (and some universities are preferred 
to others!). But those graduates whose scores are lower, and who cannot enter 
university to study for a degree, may enter a professional politics and law 
school, or a Politics and Law Management Cadre Training Institute for a sub-
degree course. The courses are usually for 2 years, but may be for 3 years. 
 
4.3 Politics and Law Institutes and Politics and Law Universities 
 
These are full tertiary level institutions, with the capacity to offer the degrees of 
Bachelor, Master, and sometimes Doctor. But, unlike a comprehensive 
university, they offer courses only within the field of law and political science, 
or in related fields such as languages. 
In this context, the use of the word ―institute‖ does not necessarily denote a 
lower status: it has been used to mean that the institution does not provide a 
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comprehensive range of courses. However, in terms of academic status, some 
institutes may rank higher than some universities. 
4.4 Law Departments or Law Faculties within comprehensive or other 
Universities 
 
(a) Comprehensive universities usually offer a wide range of disciplines, and 
have the capacity to offer degrees of Bachelor, usually Master, and sometimes 
Doctor. Such a university may include a law department, or a law faculty or 
college, as one of the disciplines.  
 
(b) With the popularity of legal studies, other universities besides 
comprehensive universities have opened law departments or courses. For 
example, a specialised university such as a teachers‘ university or an institute 
for study by members of national minorities may establish a law department. 
Sometimes this department will be established by expanding the former politics 
department. 
 
(c) A growing number of universities now have a Faculty of Law, which 
includes more than one department. The departments will usually offer 
specialised areas of teaching. Sometimes law may be combined with another 
subject, such as management, in a Faculty. 
 
In recent years, there have been a number of mergers of China‘s universities and 
other educational institutions. During the educational reforms of the 1950s, the 
model adopted from the USSR was largely of specialized institutes. These 
institutes were aligned within the various levels of appropriate ministries. Thus 
politics and law institutes came under the Ministry of Justice, while medical and 
nursing institutes came under the Ministry of Health. Under that system, there 
were few comprehensive universities. The educational reforms of the 1990s 
involved two main changes: first, educational institutions are generally being 
transferred from other ministries to the Education Department.
13
 Second, 
specialized institutes are being merged into existing universities, or merged to 
create new comprehensive universities. Because of these mergers, the above 
distinctions may not be so clear in practice. For example, a comprehensive 
university which has absorbed a vocational or professional school may continue 
to offer sub-degree courses. The implementation of the educational reforms of 
the 1990s is uneven, and a number of institutes remain under the control of 
particular ministries. Even now, while most university law courses come under 
the control of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Justice retains control 
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of the Juris Master 法律硕士degree.14 This programme is discussed below in 
section 11.5. 
4.5 Self-Study Programmes 
 
An alternative path to a bachelor degree is provided by self-study programmes, 
administered by the Department of Education. Using text books provided for the 
programmes, students can complete a degree outside an educational institute.
15
 
Although the programmes are designed for self-study, some training classes are 
offered by the adult education section of regular universities, or by other 
organizations.  
5. Law Study Programmes 
5.1 Fields of Study 
 
Candidates for the Bachelor degree usually study for four years, in a full-time 
programme.  There is only one degree in law, but in practice it may be offered 
in a number of specialised fields. The availability of different fields depends on 
the institution offering the degree. For example, a Politics and Law Institute 
could offer Bachelor‘s degrees in Criminal Law, in Civil Law, in International 
Law, and so on. A university or institute in another field might offer particular 
degrees: for example, an Economics and Trade University might offer a 
Bachelor degree in Economic Law. 
 
Candidates for the Master and Doctor degrees will usually take courses during 
their three years of study. In addition to course work, the candidates must 
complete a short dissertation (for Master students) or a major dissertation (for 
Doctor students). 
 
Law is a first degree in the PRC: a candidate does not have to graduate in 
another discipline before being admitted to a law degree. Since most students 
enter university direct from senior middle school, the age range of law students 
is from 18 to 22, with some variation, especially in courses accessible through 
adult education programmes. 
 
However, a number of universities now offer a Professional Master of Law 
degree, of 2 to 3 years duration, for candidates who have already a bachelor 
degree in another discipline. This is a fully taught degree, not a research degree. 
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This is reflected in the Chinese title for the degree 法律硕士 (falu shuoshi), 
rather than the regular 法学硕士 (faxue shuoshi). This programme commenced 
in 1996 in eight universities, and has spread since then. As of 2007, 79 
institutions were approved to offer the Juris Master degree.
16
 To some extent 
the Professional Master of Law degree is modelled on the Juris Doctor degree 
available at universities in the United States of America, and the name is 
sometimes translated as Juris Master.
17
 Naturally this degree attracts older 
candidates. One writer, reviewing the experience of the past decade, has 
suggested a number of changes to the teaching for this degree, including 
strengthening case study, and giving the students some real experience of the 




These criticisms of the Juris Master reflect in a particular case an overall 
criticism of China‘s legal education, that it is too theoretical.19 Some foreign 
observers with experience in China have described Chinese legal education as 
―formalism‖.20 
5.2. Clinical Legal Education 
 
Clinical legal education provides an opportunity for students to practice their 
legal skills while still in a university setting. Clinics are set up by universities to 
offer student legal services to real clients. Usually, these clients are in some way 
needy, or they would avail themselves of regular legal services. Universities in 
China have offered legal advice or legal aid services for some years - the 
earliest was the Northwest Institute of Politics and Law in 1984. However, 
formal clinical legal education is new to China, having begun around 2000.
21
 
Some are based in the university‘s legal aid service. Some of the programmes 
may have started through support by the Ford Foundation,
22
 and are influenced 
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directly by US models,
23
 but at least one is the result of local initiative.
24
 These 
CLE programmes include introduction to legal ethics. Under the general 
heading ―Nurturing lawyers, promoting the forming of a legal professional 
community: the educational objectives of the ‗Northwest Pattern‘‖, the director 
of the clinical legal education programme at the Northwest Institute of Politics 
and Law, Professor Wang Shirong discussed four objectives of the programme: 
fostering a mode of thinking as lawyers 
fostering a co-operative spirit 
training in lawyers‘ skills 
promoting development of mature legal professional ethics. 
 
―Because clinical students face practical cases, and face real parties, as a result 
even the simplest discussion relating to professional responsibility, professional 
standards and even professional ambitions and the guidance derived from it is 
their own activity. From the start the Northwest Institute of Politics and Law 
clinical education is not just talk, but among its objectives is that clinical 
education not only has value in serving the masses, but also in having the 
students discuss legal professional ethics and learn how to offer worthwhile 
services in the best possible way. 
 
―When discussion in the clinic concerns professional responsibility, 
students practice questions of professional ethics, they implement 
personally what they say about professional ethics, and this has a decisive 
function in forming students‘ professional awareness, understanding of 
and adherence to professional standards, and training in professional 
responsibility.‖25  
 
Nevertheless, clinical legal education is very difficult to deliver effectively, and 
requires considerable staff commitment. In practice, ethics may not get much 
time in a clinical programme, which accounts for only a small fraction of a 
student‘s course time.26  
5.3 Foreign Examinations 
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Some students are preparing for foreign examinations in law. An example 
would be students preparing for a LLM degree of Temple University which is 
offered in Beijing. 
6 The Expansion of Legal Education 
 
From a very small base after the Cultural Revolution, legal education has 
expanded dramatically. By the end of 2005, there were 559 law faculties, 
departments, or institutes offering at least a bachelor‘s degree. There were 
449,295 students enrolled for bachelor (本科) or sub-bachelor (专科) degrees.27 
This rapid expansion has led to oversupply of graduates. By 2007, this number 
had fallen a little to 425,324,
28
 but it still remains high, even for a populous 
country. 
 
Already by 2006, a comparatively prosperous year in China, law graduates had 
significant problems in finding employment, especially in law or law related 
fields According to a study by the All-China Youth Federation and Peking 
University, graduates with bachelor degrees in law had one of the lowest post-
graduation employment rates of any field of study.
29
 This situation continues to 
the present time (2009), when all graduates are finding it difficult to get 




The problem is not only one of the sheer quantity of graduates
31
, but also of the 
quality of their instruction.
32
 Three main responses have been suggested: 
(a) Zhu Congshi, the President of Xiamen University, has suggested that 
the undergraduate degree in law should be abolished, and follow the 
model of the United States of America, where law is a graduate degree. 
Critics of this position argue that the degree providers will simply offer as 
many places in graduate degrees, without improving the quality. 
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(b) Gao Gongze, former chairman of the All China Lawyers Association 
argues that the Ministry of Education is at fault for failing to supervise 
the quality of education in law schools. They require little equipment or 
library resources, have high staff-student ratios, and the rapid expansion 
means that many teachers are not qualified for the task.
33
  
(c) Zhu Suli, the President of the Law Department at Beijing University 
argues that the market will take care of the variations in quality, and that 
jobs are available – but that they are in the less developed west and other 
poorer areas of China. The graduates simply do not want to go, and prefer 
to stay in the coastal developed provinces.
34
 But in fact, the central and 
western parts of China are facing a more severe unemployment situation 
than wealthy coastal areas.
35
 Professor Zhu may be able to identify jobs 
in western areas, but this does not mean that the cash-strapped local 
governments will be able to pay salaries for legal appointments, and 
certainly not premium salaries to attract graduates to the west, where they 
may lose their coastal or mid-China hukou 户口(residence permit). 
 
These issues of quantity and quality mean that there is a very large pool of 
applicants for the available legal positions, at least in prosperous areas. 
Candidates are likely to manoeuvre to secure any available advantage in the 
fierce competition. Some of these are legal, such as joining the Communist 
Party to enhance the candidate‘s competitive edge, and connections.36 But in a 
society where the exploitation of guanxi connections
37
 and unethical practices 
such as bribery are commonplace, it is certain that candidates for jobs and 
candidates for the Unified Justice Examination will try to enhance their 
competitive edge by unethical practices.
38
 Sometimes the two are combined, as 
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in a case where an official of the Ministry of Justice was persuaded by a guanxi 
connection to leak examination papers for the Unified Justice Examination, and 






The problem of over-supply of graduates is common enough in China, but it is 
especially evident in the humanities, including law, where the explosion in 
student numbers has been greatest. At least one commentator has suggested that 
―In a few years time the problem of graduate employment could be even more 
acute.‖40  
 
The consequences will be very great, and two of them may be suggested in this 
conclusion: 
(a) There is a tradition in China of student political activism, and the Chinese 
Communist Party will be wary of any activism based on the disappointment of 
students who have toiled for years – and at great expense – only to find that they 
are unable to make a career in the law. 
(b) But there is another possibility: that the oversupply of graduates will make 
China‘s lawyers even more cautious about undertaking cases which might upset 
the central or local governments. Already the government is using a variety of 
methods, such as the denial of annual registration, to control lawyers who take 
difficult human rights cases.
41
 The availability of a vast number of graduates 
seeking to enter the professions could make lawyers, judges, notaries, and 
procurators very cautious about taking any action which would endanger their 
livelihood. 
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